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Students who study abroad improve their 
social status with higher graduation rates 
and competitive access to employment than 
non-study abroad participants (Gerhards 
& Hans, 2013; Metzger, 2006; Posey, 
2003). Study abroad programs vary in 
location, duration, academic coursework, 
and costs. These numerous options offered 
by study abroad programs should result in 
diverse representation among gender, race, 
and field of study. Yet, U.S. national data 
reveals that study abroad participation rates 
are not reflective of student population 
in higher education (Kasravi, 2010). The 
overwhelming majority of U.S. study 
abroad participants throughout the past 
10 years identify as female and/or white 
(Institute of International Education, 
2013). The three top fields of study 
represented in U.S. study abroad programs 
are the social sciences, business and 
management, and the humanities (Institute 
of International Education, 2013). This 
demographic data indicates an unequal 
distribution of study abroad participation 
across gender and racial differences, as well 
as fields of study.
Research that has addressed study abroad 
participation factors focuses on national 
study abroad participation rates (Goldstein 
& Kim, 2006; Kasravi, 2010; Salisbury, 
Paulsen & Pascarella, 2010; Stroud, 2010; 
Van Der Meid, 2003). Much of this 
research has used single institutional data 
as a sample to understand the factors that 
impact national study abroad demographics 
(Goldstein & Kim, 2006; He & Chen, 
2010; Scott & McMahon, 1998; Spalsbury, 
Umbach, Paulsen, & Pascarella, 2008; 
Spiering & Erickson, 2006; Stroud, 2010). 
Although past research has addressed 
the underrepresentation of U.S. male 
and racial minority students abroad at 
a national level, questions that address 
how the intersection of race, gender, 
and fields of study impact study abroad 
participation at a single institutional level 
are underexamined. Single institutional 
data can contextualize study abroad 
demographics so that the intersection of 
local factors at universities can emerge as 
areas of research. The goal of this research 
is to demonstrate the need for context 
specific participation data to identify areas 
of research that can aid further studies that 
aim to understand how to improve study 
abroad access and participation.
Using chi-square goodness of fit tests and 
post hoc analysis, this exploratory case 
study addresses the following: How does 
Grand Valley State University (GVSU) 
study abroad participation compare 
to national data in the context of race, 
gender, and field of study? Overall, this 
study demonstrates a significantly higher 
difference of distribution between GVSU 
and national statistics in the context of 
health professions, education, math or 
computer science, and “other” fields of 
study.  This study also demonstrates that 
female and white identity distributions 
are significantly higher for GVSU than 
national study abroad proportions, 
while Asian and Hispanic identities are 
significantly lower.  The differences found 
between GVSU and national proportions 
supports the importance of gathering and 
understanding single-institutional data and 
can be used for future research purposes 
to promote increased study abroad 
participation among diverse populations.
Background
Personal Characteristics of Study Abroad 
Participants
Research indicates a correlation between 
student personal characteristics and study 
abroad participation (Kasravi, 2010; 
Stroud, 2010). Students who participated 
or intend on participating in a study 
abroad program see themselves as open-
minded, independent, curious, motivated, 
self-reliant, and academic (Van Der Meid, 
2003). Students who have not participated 
and do not intend on participating in 
a study abroad program see themselves 
similarly, with the exception of funny and 
generous ranking higher than motivated 
and academic (Van Der Meid, 2003). 
Van Der Meid’s (2003) quantitative study 
reveals that students who study abroad 
see themselves as more adventurous, 
academic, energetic, serious, and motivated 
than students who do not study abroad. 
These personality characteristics suggest 
that students who plan to or have studied 
abroad differ from non-study abroad 
participants through their increased 
“motivation” within higher education. 
However, these personality characteristics 
are not exclusive to particular gender or 
racial identities, revealing the likelihood 
that there are other factors contributing to 
33
Volume 20, 2016
study abroad participation than just the 
personal motivations and characteristics of 
a student.
Fields of Study and Non-study Abroad 
Participation
Career plans and the structure of academic 
majors impact study abroad participation 
(Stroud, 2010). Occupational disciplines 
and intended graduate studies have 
prerequisites that students must fulfil to 
graduate or pursue further study. Home 
universities determine course credit 
equivalencies for courses taken abroad. 
Therefore, if a student interested in 
studying abroad declares an occupational-
based major or plans on pursuing graduate 
school, they must work with their academic 
program to  ensure successful completion 
of courses and graduation timelines. 
However, research indicates that students 
who pursue professional type degrees or 
those who plan on going to graduate school 
typically do not study abroad (Stroud, 
2010; Institute of International Education, 
2013). Although past research and national 
descriptive statistics reveal which fields of 
study are most and least prevalent within 
study abroad participation, research does 
not test for causal relationships between 
factors such as academic advising or 
specific majors (Stroud, 2010; Institute of 
International Education, 2013). Thus, it 
is important to raise questions about the 
relationship between specific factors within 
academic fields of study and study abroad 
participation. 
Identity Based Non-participation Factors 
Although national racial minority 
participation in study abroad programs has 
increased throughout the years, it is not 
equally reflective of racial representation 
in U.S. higher education (Institute of 
International Education, 2013; Kasravi, 
2010). The majority of research about 
racial minority students abroad has focused 
on African American and Asian American 
students (Kasravi, 2010; Salisbury, Paulsen, 
& Pascarella, 2010; Van Der Meid 
2003). Low retention rates and perceived 
racial stereotype threat among African 
American students in higher education 
are attributed to low participation rates 
in study abroad programs (Kasravi, 2010; 
Salisbury, Paulsen, & Pascarella, 2010). 
For Asian American student populations, 
lack of knowledge about opportunities is 
proposed as a possible explanation for lack 
of participation in study abroad programs 
(Kasravi, 2010). Research focused on 
two racial minority identities should not 
be used to generalize all racial minority 
experiences due to identified contrasting 
factors that impact established racial 
minority experiences in higher education 
(Van Der Meid, 2003). Thus, further 
literature must be explored to understand 
other barriers that may decrease the 
likelihood of study abroad participation 
through racialized identity.
Studies have indicated that female students 
have significantly higher motivations 
than male students to study abroad 
(Desoff, 2006; Salisbury, Umbach, & 
Pascarella, 2009; Stroud 2010; Thomas 
& McMahon 1998). However, much of 
this research is limited in characteristics or 
factors that are not exclusive to females. 
One study resulted in significant levels 
of higher interest in foreign languages 
among female students compared to male 
students (Goldstein & Kim, 2006). Yet, 
foreign language disciplines are not heavily 
represented in U.S. national study abroad 
data (Institute of International Education, 
2013).  He and Chen’s (2010) statistical 
study revealed that females were more 
interested in touring and sightseeing, while 
males were more likely to participate in 
activities like sports, gambling, or attending 
a convention. Depending on the study 
abroad program, students can participate in 
all of the above activities because students 
have the opportunity to live and study 
in a host country when studying abroad. 
This research only indicates preferences 
associated with gendered demographics. 
However, it does not address the 
relationship between gendered identity and 
the extent it has on preferences. Therefore, 
the relationship between gendered identity 
and study abroad is still underexamined.
Methods
Case Study: Grand Valley State University 
Grand Valley State University (GVSU) is 
a public university located in Allendale, 
Michigan. Since 2005, GVSU has 
consistently ranked in the top ten or 
fifteen of U.S. master’s degree granting 
institutions for total number students who 
study abroad (Institute of International 
Education, 2013). GVSU was chosen 
as the case study sample because of 
its national ranking, access to data via 
GVSU’s Padnos International Center, and 
contribution to further research for an 
anticipated second phase of this study. 
Data Collection
Data was collected through GVSU’s 
Padnos International Center and the 
Institute of International Education. 
GVSU requires that all students applying 
to a study abroad program must apply 
through an online application system, 
Oasis, via the Padnos International Center. 
Oasis collects demographic information 
from students including gender, race, and 
academic major. After removing identifying 
information, the Padnos International 
Center is able to generate a public 
summary to report who studies abroad.
The Institute of International Education 
collects data about study abroad 
participants from U.S. higher education 
institutions every year for the past fourteen 
years (Institute of International Education, 
2013). The data is then published through 
an information resource, Open Doors, to 
display the demographic distribution of 
study abroad participants. From this data, 
one is able to see the racial and gender 
makeup of study abroad participants, as 
well as field of study distribution abroad. 
Other identities, such as socioeconomic 
status, are not displayed. All of the data 
provided by GVSU’s Padnos International 
Center and the Institute of International 
Education was stored and analyzed via 
Statistical Analysis System (SAS) software.
Analysis
Statistical analysis was used to address the 
research question: Compared to national 
data, how do fields of study, race, and 
gender relate to study abroad participation 
at Grand Valley State University (GVSU)? 
Using 2011-12 and 2012-13 data, chi-
square goodness of fit tests were performed 
to determine whether the proportions of 
GVSU study abroad demographics were 
significantly different from U.S. study 
abroad proportions. Afterwards, post-hoc 
analysis was used to determine which 
GVSU individual variables (i.e., academic 
fields of study, gender identities, and racial 
identities) were significantly different than 
U.S. variables (demographics)
Results
The chi-square goodness of fit test 
determined a significant difference in the 
distribution of proportions of GVSU 
and U.S. study abroad fields of study for 
the academic year of 2011-12, χ² (11, 
N = 696) = 281.6484, p < .0001 (Table 
1). Post hoc analysis revealed that the 
following proportions of fields of study 
were significantly higher than U.S. fields 
of study proportions: foreign languages, 
education , math or computer sciences, 
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health professions, and other (Table 4). 
The following are proportions of GVSU 
fields of study that are significantly lower 
than U.S. fields of study proportions: fine 
or applied arts, engineering, humanities, 
undeclared, and social sciences. Physical/
life sciences and business management were 
the only fields that were not significantly 
different (Table 2). 
The chi-square goodness of fit test for the 
academic year of 2012-13 determined a 
significant difference in the distribution 
of proportions of GVSU and U.S. study 
abroad fields of study, χ² (11, N = 605) 
= 301.5550, p < .0001 (Table 1). Post 
hoc analysis revealed that the following 
proportions of GVSU fields of study were 
significantly higher than U.S. proportions 
of fields of study: education, math or 
computer science, health professions, and 
other. The following proportions of fields 
of study were significantly lower for GVSU 
than the U.S: business and management, 
fine or applied arts, engineering, 
undeclared, and social sciences (Table 5). 
GVSU’s proportions of foreign languages, 
physical/life sciences, and humanities 
were not significantly different than U.S 
proportions (Table 3). 
Two chi-square goodness of fit tests 
determined significant differences in 
distribution of proportions of GVSU and 
U.S. gender identity for both the 2011-
12 and 2012-13 year , χ² (1, N = 696) = 
14.5081, p = 0.0001 and χ² (1, N = 605) = 
31.5274, p < .0001 (See Table 4).  
The 2011-12 chi-square goodness of fit 
test determined a significant difference 
of racial proportions between GVSU 
and national representation abroad, χ² 
(5, N = 620) = 46.6465, p < .0001 (See 
Table 5). Post hoc analysis revealed that 
the proportion of white study abroad 
students was significantly higher than U.S. 
white students abroad (Table 6). GVSU’s 
Asian, Native Hawaiian, or Other Pacific 
Islander students and Hispanic or Latino(a) 
proportion of students  abroad are 
significantly lower than U.S. proportions 
(Table 6). Student proportions of American 
Indian or Alaska Native, black or African 
American, and multiracial students were 
not significantly different (Table 5).
The 2012-13 chi-square goodness of fit 
test determined a significant difference 
of racial proportions between GVSU and 
national representation abroad, χ² (5, N 
= 584) = 63.8459, p < .0001 (Table 5). 
Post hoc analysis revealed that white and 
multiracial proportions of racial identities 
were significantly higher for GVSU than 
national study abroad representation (Table 
7) The following GVSU racial proportions 
were significantly lower than national 
racial proportions abroad: Asian, Native 
Hawaiian, or Other Pacific Islander and 
Hispanic or Latino(a) (Table 7) American 
Indian or Alaska Native and black or 
African-American proportions were not 
statistically different (see Table 7).  
Discussion and Implications
The results determine that the relationship 
between proportions of GVSU and 
national study abroad participant data are 
significantly different. Notably, female and 
white identity distributions at GVSU are 
significantly higher than national study 
abroad proportions, while male, Asian, and 
Hispanic students are significantly lower. 
Education, math or computer science, 
health professions, and other fields of study 
are significantly higher for GVSU than 
national statistics. Fine or applied arts, 
engineering, undeclared, and social science 
fields of study are significantly lower for 
GVSU proportions than national data. 
These results indicate a gap between 
literature and single-institutional data. 
Although literature claims that students 
who pursue professional type degrees 
typically do not study abroad, we see 
higher proportions of math or computer 
science, health professions, and education 
fields of study going abroad from GVSU 
than national participation. However, 
engineering, an occupational field of 
study, is significantly lower for GVSU 
participation proportions compared to 
national data. The relationship between 
fields of study and study abroad, according 
to past research, does not align with 
demographic trends within GVSU. The 
inconsistency between literature that 
claims the unlikelihood of professional 
type degrees and the significantly higher 
participation of professional fields of study, 
prompts further questions about GVSU 
local factors that influence students in these 
fields of study to go abroad. 
Although literature reveals the likelihood 
of study abroad participation among 
male, Asian-American, and African-
American students to be low, GVSU data 
suggests an alternative population with 
low representation abroad. Results reveal 
that Hispanic or Latino(a) students have 
significant differences and low proportions 
abroad, instead of African-American 
students (Table 7). Significant differences 
among gender representation demonstrates 
lower proportion representation of 
GVSU male students abroad and higher 
proportion representation of female 
students abroad in comparison to national 
study abroad statistics. Given the results, 
the explanations provided by past studies 
that  address racial and male identities 
within study abroad do not provide 
sufficient warrant to explain why GVSU 
patterns differ from national patterns.
 The inconsistencies found between GVSU 
and national proportions indicate a lack of 
representation because national data is a 
representation of national trends, not single 
institutional trends. National data does not 
thoroughly explain the local factors that 
impact individual institutions. Through 
context-specific study abroad participation 
research, single intuitions can address 
which populations study abroad and which 
do not within their own institution. By 
using context specific data, institutions 
can identify and better understand factors 
to improve study abroad access for their 
institution. By comparing multiple 
case studies that address demographics 
on a context-specific basis, researchers 
can identify and understand how the 
intersection of social identity and fields of 
study can result in the underrepresentation 
of U.S. male and racial minority students 
abroad.
A limitation of this study is the non-
identified significance between GVSU 
study abroad participants with the overall 
GVSU population distribution and the 
non-identified variables that affect study 
abroad participation within these sub-
populations. Quantitative and qualitative 
methods, such as chi-square goodness of 
fit tests and focus group interviews can be 
used to identify these relationships. Further 
studies are encouraged to use this case 
study for comparison or as an example for 
future research purposes and to promote 
increased study abroad access to diverse 
populations.
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Tables 
Table 1  
Study Abroad Field of Study Distribution Summary, 2011-12 and 2012-13 
Year Field of Study Proportion of GVSU Proportion of U.S. Pearson Chi-Squared 
Test Statistic and p-
value 
2011-12 Business & 
Management 
15.80 17.50 = 281.6484 
 Education 6.75 4.10   < .0001 
 Engineering 0.43 2.90  
 Fine or Applied Arts 1.58 7.60  
 Foreign Languages 5.17 7.50  
 Health Professions 9.20 3.40  
 Humanities 8.33 13.30  
 Math or Computer 
Science 
4.17 1.70  
 Other 19.97 9.00  
 Physical/Life Sciences 8.19 7.10  
 Social Sciences 19.40 22.60  
 Undeclared 1.01 3.40  
2012-13 Business & 
Management 
14.21 17.50  = 301.5550 
 Education 6.78 4.10  < .0001 
 Engineering 0.83 2.90  
 Fine or Applied Arts 4.46 7.60  
 Foreign Languages 5.95 7.50  
 Health Professions 11.74 3.40  
 Humanities 11.24 13.30  
 Math or Computer 
Science 
4.13 1.70  
 Other 20.33 9.00  
 Physical/Life Sciences 5.95 7.10  
 Social Sciences 13.72 22.60  
 Undeclared 0.66 3.40  
¹ Chi-square test for goodness of fit    
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Table 2 
Summary of Post Hoc Analysis for Study Abroad Field of Study Proportions, 2011-12 
Variable Name Test of H0: Proportion 
= One-sided Pr <=  P Two-sided = 2 * One-sided 
Business & Management 0.175 0.1291 0.2583 
Education 0.041 7.257E-04 0.0015 
Engineering 0.029 2.199E-06 4.397E-06 
Fine or Applied Arts 0.076 7.930E-13 1.586E-12 
Foreign Languages 0.075 0.0092 0.0184 
Health Professions 0.034 1.459E-12 2.918E-12 
Humanities 0.133 2.836E-05 5.672E-05 
Math or Computer Science 0.017 1.426E-05 2.852E-05 
Other 0.09 0.0000 0.0000 
Physical/Life Sciences 0.071 0.1482 0.2963 
Social Sciences 0.226 0.0227 0.0453 
Undeclared 0.034 4.910E-05 9.821E-05 
 
¹ Post Hoc Analysis 
 
Table 3 
Summary of Post Hoc Analysis for Study Abroad Field of Study Proportions, 2012-13 
Variable Name Test of H0: Proportion 
= 
One-sided Pr <=  P Two-sided = 2 * One-sided 
Business & Management 0.175 0.0172 0.0344 
Education 0.041 0.0014 0.0028 
Engineering 0.029 3.953E-04 7.906E-04 
Fine or Applied Arts 0.076 0.0012 0.0025 
Foreign Languages 0.075 0.0820 0.1639 
Health Professions 0.034 2.568E-13 5.136E-13 
Humanities 0.133 0.0736 0.1472 
Math or Computer Science 0.017 6.067E-05 1.213E-04 
Other 0.09 2.073E-13 4.146E-13 
Physical/Life Sciences 0.071 0.1530 0.3060 
Social Sciences 0.226 2.365E-08 4.731E-08 
Undeclared 0.034 8.421E-06 1.684E-05 
 
¹ Post Hoc Analysis 
 
Table 4 
Study Abroad Gender Distribution Summary, 2011-12 and 2012-13 
 
Year Gender Proportion at GVSU Proportion in US Pearson Chi Square 
Test Statistic and p-
vale 
2011-12 Female 71.70 64.80  =  14.5081 
 Male 28.30 35.20   = 0.0001 
2012-13 Female 75.70 64.80  = 31.5274 
 Male 24.30 35.20   < .0001 
¹ Chi-square test for goodness of fit    
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Table 6 
Summary of Post Hoc Analysis for Study Abroad Race Proportions 2011-12 
Variable Name Test of H0: Proportion 
= 
One-sided Pr <=  
P 
Two-sided = 2 * One-
sided 
American Indian or Alaska Native 0.005 0.1840 0.3679 
Asian, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific 
Islander 
0.077 1.211E-07 2.421E-07 
Black or African-American 0.053 0.1686 0.3372 
Hispanic or Latino(a) 0.076 8.873E-06 1.77E-05 
Multiracial 0.025 0.0671 0.1341 
White 0.764 3.907E-09 7.813E-09 
¹ Post Hoc Analysis 
 
Table 7 
Summary of Post Hoc Analysis for Study Abroad Race Proportions, 2011-12 
Variable Name Test of H0: Proportion 
= 
One-sided Pr <=  
P 
Two-sided = 2 * One-
sided 
American Indian or Alaska Native 0.005 0.2107 0.4213 
Asian, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific 
Islander 
0.077 5.131E-10 1.026E-09 
Black or African-American 0.053 0.0539 0.1078 
Hispanic or Latino(a) 0.076 1.939E-05 3.879E-05 
Multiracial 0.025 4.778E-04 9.557E-04 
White 0.764 1.159E-08 2.317E-08 
¹ Post Hoc Analysis 
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Table 5 
Study Abroad Racial Distribution Summary, 2011-12 and 2012-13 
Year Field of Study Proportion of GVSU Proportion of U.S. Pearson Chi-Squared 
Test Statistic and p-
value 
2011-12 American Indian or 
Alaska Native 
0.16 0.50  = 46.6465 
 Asian, Native 
Hawaiian or Other 
Pacific Islander 
2.74 7.70   < .0001 
 Black or African-
American 
4.35 5.30  
 Hispanic or Latino(a) 3.39 7.60  
 Multiracial 3.55 2.50  
 White 85.81 76.40  
2012-13 American Indian or 
Alaska Native 
0.17 0.50  = 63.8459 
 Asian, Native 
Hawaiian or Other 
Pacific Islander 
1.88 7.70   <.0001 
 Black or African-
American 
3.77 5.30  
 Hispanic or Latino(a) 3.42 7.60  
 Multiracial 4.97 2.50  
 White 85.79 76.40  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
